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Introduction 

A second  Asian  regional  consultation  organized  through  the  Faith  and  Order 
Commission  of  the  World  Council  of  Churches  took  place  from  15-19  January  1996  in 
Bangkok,  Thailand.1 

Faith  and  Order,  a movement  which  started  primarily  in  a North  Atlantic  context,  has 
become  increasingly  aware  that  it  must  take  much  more  seriously  the  input  from  the 
churches  in  the  different  cultural  contexts  in  the  various  regions  of  the  world.  Therefore  this 
consultation  was  organized  to  enable  the  Asian  voices  to  be  more  clearly  heard  within  the 
discussions  of  Faith  and  Order.  At  the  same  time  we  hope  to  contribute  to  renewed  reflection 
on  unity,  and  related  issues,  within  Asian  contexts. 

The  20  or  so  participants  in  the  meeting  came  from  a wide  diversity  of  the  churches 
and  countries  in  this  vast  region  of  Asia.  We  are  very  grateful  for  the  welcome  and 
assistance  we  received  from  the  Church  of  Christ  in  Thailand,  and  especially  for  the 
dedicated  support  of  Dr  Kamol  Arayaprateep,  who  served  as  local  organizer  for  the 
gathering.  We  record  also  our  gratitude  to  the  YMCA  of  Bangkok,  whose  facilities  provided 
a supportive  environment  for  our  work.  Our  work  was  undergirded  by  daily  worship 
prepared  by  participants  from  different  parts  of  the  region  and  from  different  confessions. 

Through  an  extended  sharing  among  participants  at  the  beginning  of  the  meeting  it 
became  clear  that  the  issue  of  the  unity  of  the  church  is  an  important  one  in  Asian  contexts, 
where  Christians  are,  in  most  places,  a minority.  Many  aspects  of  this  question  were 
mentioned  and  were  then  discussed  within  the  framework  of  three  specific  areas: 
hermeneutics,  ecclesiology  and  ethics,  and  worship. 

In  each  area  a presentation  was  followed  by  work  in  groups,  and  the  results  were 
brought  together  for  discussion  in  plenary.  In  addition  to  this,  general  comments  on  unity 
were  discussed  at  the  conclusion  of  the  meeting.  Our  theological  reflections  were  often 
rooted  in,  and  enriched  by,  accounts  from  particular  local  experiences. 

The  texts  which  follow  reflect  the  discussions  in  the  groups  and  plenary  sessions. 
They  are  offered  here  as  a general  account  of  our  deliberations  rather  than  as  a formal  report 


1 A first  Faith  and  Order  regional  consultation  for  Asia  and  the  Pacific  took  place  in  preparation  for  the 
;ifth  World  Conference  on  Faith  and  Order  1993,  and  was  held  in  Hong  Kong,  October  25-28,  1992.  See: 
Regional  Consultations  in  preparation  for  the  Fifth  World  Conference  on  Faith  and  order , Summary  of  Reports, 
d.  by  Thomas  F.  Best  and  Gunther  Gassmann,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  162,  Geneva  1993,  pp.  5-6.  We 
ecognize  the  importance  of  holding  a further  consultation  which  would  focus  on  the  contexts  and  concerns  of 
he  Pacific. 
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officially  adopted  by  the  consultation.  The  reports  on  our  reflections  about  hermeneutics, 
ecclesiology  and  ethics,  and  worship  were  discussed  in  the  plenary.  For  practical  reasons  this 
process  was  not  possible  for  the  reflections  on  unity,  and  these  are  summarized  in  individual 
reports  kindly  provided  by  two  of  the  participants. 

We  hope  that  these  texts  will  help  the  churches  in  Asia  to  continue  and  to  deepen 
their  reflection  on  these  issues,  not  only  in  their  own  particular  contexts  but  in  relation  to 
the  wider  context  of  the  whole  oecumene. 

I.  Hermeneutics 

Even  as  we  confess  and  believe  that  God  cannot  be  limited  within  any  text,  tradition 
or  experience,  and  that  our  language  is  a limited  tool  to  articulate  our  faith  in  God,  the  task 
of  hermeneutics  is  recognized  as  a necessary  and  urgent  one  today.  No  interpretation  can 
claim  absolute  truth,  as  our  knowledge  about  God  is  a partial  one.  We  need  to  recognize  the 
plurality  of  hermeneutical  principles  which  would  help  to  reveal  Jesus  Christ’s  living 
presence  as  a reality  in  the  everyday  context. 

The  experiences  of  the  people  in  Asia  should  be  given  due  importance  in  the  exercise 
and  task  of  hermeneutics.  Together  with  scripture,  such  experiences  need  to  be  considered 
as  a source  for  interpreting  God’s  work  within  the  people’s  history.  Though  experiences  are 
subjective  at  the  individual  level,  they  become,  in  the  community,  collective  experiences  and 
thus  give  credibility  to  a relevant  hermeneutics.  A concerted  effort  is  necessary  in  Asia  today 
to  evolve  new  hermeneutical  principles  and  tools,  which  would  hold  together  gospel, 
tradition  and  context  in  a balanced  way  in  order  to  bring  about  unity. 

A.  The  Authority  of  the  Scriptures 

Some  people  have  difficulty  in  using  words  such  as  ’authority’.  Therefore  it  was  felt 
that  a relevant  language  framework  is  necessary  to  re-articulate  one’s  faith  in  God  in  a 
holistic  manner.  For  example,  if  the  "authority  of  the  scriptures"  was  referred  to  through 
the  phrase  "scriptures  as  the  basis  of  faith"  the  same  message  would  be  conveyed,  but  it 
could  be  more  readily  heard.  Besides  scriptures,  there  are  also  other  sources  of  authority 
such  as  tradition,  experiences  of  the  people,  and  others.  The  faith  experience  of  the 
community  depends  upon  these  sources  of  authority.  The  "Word  of  God"  is  absolute;  it  finds 
its  expression  through  the  Holy  Spirit  in  the  scriptures,  in  tradition  and  in  experience.  But 
its  absoluteness  becomes  relevant  only  as  it  encounters  the  experience  of  the  people. 

B.  Scripture  and  Scriptures 

Asia  is  the  home  of  the  world’s  major  religions  such  as  Hinduism,  Islam,  Buddhism 
and  Christianity.  In  most  countries  in  Asia,  Christians  live  as  a religious  minority  among 
people  of  other  faiths.  It  was  felt  that  the  need  to  be  in  relation  with  people  of  other  faiths 
arises  not  only  because  Christianity  feels  threatened  by  the  awesome  presence  of  other 
religions,  but  from  an  impulse  to  acknowledge  God’s  work  of  salvation  in  the  whole  world 
in  different  ways.  We  need  to  be  sensitive  to  the  voices  of  the  people  of  other  faiths  in 
relation  to  the  work  of  love,  peace,  justice  and  harmony.  Working  in  close  co-operation  with 
them  would  help  us  to  discover  the  wealth  of  the  message  which  is  embedded  in  different 
faiths.  But  being  sensitive  to  sharing  religious  truths  does  not  mean  negating  or  playing  down 
the  importance  of  one’s  own  scriptures,  nor  does  it  mean  denying  our  faith  in  Jesus  Christ. 
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C.  The  Gospel  and  the  Diversity  of  Cultures 

The  Christ  event  is  the  essence  of  the  gospel,  and  human  beings  cannot  wholly 
fathom  the  mystery  of  God’s  incarnation  in  Jesus  Christ.  It  is  this  Christ  event,  which  is 
affirmed  as  a once-for-all  event,  that  is  the  pivotal  point  enabling  Christians  to  understand 
God’s  plan,  God’s  love  revealed  in  creation,  redemption  and  sustenance.  Although,  as 
human  beings  with  human  limitations,  we  cannot  comprehend  the  entire  mystery  of  God, 
God’s  revelation  in  Jesus  Christ  helps  us  to  get  a glimpse  into  this  mystery. 

When  the  gospel  encounters  diverse  cultures  in  their  different  contexts,  it  transforms 
the  culture.  Culture  is  the  medium  through  which  the  gospel  can  be  appropriated  in  any 
context  (though  this  happens  in  different  ways  in  each  particular  culture).  However,  all 
aspects  of  culture  cannot  be  generalised  as  life-affirming,  and  therefore  there  is  a need  to 
discern  critically,  and  to  appropriate  or  accommodate  those  elements  that  affirm  life  and  to 
reject  those  aspects  that  deny  or  distort  life.  The  hermeneutical  community  accepts  this  as 
a prophetic  task  in  order  to  recover  the  life-affirming  aspects  of  the  encounter  between 
gospel  and  culture. 

The  interpretation  of  the  gospel  and  of  culture,  then,  can  form  the  basis  of  a mutual 
critique  in  a process  of  discerning  and  recovering  life-affirming  values.  In  the  multi-religious 
context  of  Asia,  Christianity,  with  its  many  denominations  and  mutual  alienation  of  one 
denomination  from  another,  projects  a fragmented  image  which  calls  into  question  the 
credibility  of  Christian  witness.  If  there  is  an  acknowledgment  of  plurality  of  cultures,  a 
plurality  of  hermeneutical  principles  should  also  be  recognized  - without  however  distorting 
the  unity  of  the  church  and  its  witness. 

D.  The  Liberating  Power  of  the  Gospel 

The  gospel  is  a liberating  power  because  Jesus  is  a living  reality.  For  various  socio- 
political-cultural reasons,  people  are  under  different  kinds  of  bondage.  The  liberating  power 
of  the  gospel  should  find  expression  at  different  levels  such  as  the  psychological,  social  and 
so  on.  The  liberating  power  of  the  gospel  is  to  be  reflected  in  liturgy  and  worship,  as  well 
as  in  the  total  life  and  witness  of  the  church  as  a believing  community.  It  is  a crucial  task 
for  the  church  to  discern  and  appropriate  life-affirming  values  as  opposed  to  those  that  deny 
life.  The  search  for  a new,  relevant  hermeneutics  that  would  recover,  and  give  importance 
to,  holistic  life  is  needed  to  bring  out  the  liberating  power  of  the  gospel  forcefully  in  any 
context. 

E.  Recommendations: 

The  following  recommendations  arise  from  our  critical  analysis  and  discussion 
centred  around  the  question  of  hermeneutics  and  biblical  interpretation. 

1.  Help  should  be  given  to  develop  Asian  resources  such  as  commentaries  on  the  Bible 
and  other  theological  work. 

2.  There  should  be  mutual  sharing  of  Asian  resources,  in  terms  of  making  available 
translations  of  different  literature  in  Asian  contexts. 

3.  There  should  be  a mutual  openness  to  criticism  and  to  critique;  this  should  be 
developed  in  the  churches  for  self-evaluation  and  growth. 
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4.  There  should  be  a culture  of  openness,  inclusiveness,  mutual  accountability,  of 
acknowledging  plurality  as  God’s  gift,  and  so  on.  This  is  necessary  in  this  task  of 
building  a new  hermeneutics. 

5.  In  the  Asian  multi-religious  context,  where  poverty  is  a gruesome  reality,  there  are 
common  issues  such  as  human  rights,  environmental  issues  and  others  that  could 
bring  people  of  different  faiths  together  in  a common  quest  for  justice.  Therefore 
there  is  a need  to  strive  to  formulate  a common  platform  reflecting  life-affirming 
values.  In  Christianity,  the  notion  of  creation  would  be  explored  as  the  starting  point 
for  speaking  of  the  whole  people  of  God. 


II.  Ecclesiology  and  Ethics 

A.  The  Nature  of  the  Church 

The  church  is  acknowledged  as  the  Body  of  Christ,  the  community  called  out  from 
the  world,  sanctified  and  sent  back  into  the  world  to  declare  the  marvellous  deeds  of  Christ. 
The  church  is  called  to  play  both  a servant  and  a prophetic  role  in  the  world.  The  reign  of 
God  transcends  the  church,  and  the  signs  of  the  presence  of  God’s  reign  are  discemable  in 
and  through  the  activities  of  the  church,  as  well  as  of  groups  and  movements  committed  to 
the  preservation  and  fostering  of  life  in  its  fullness.  The  church  fulfils  its  role  as  servant  by 
witnessing  to  the  presence  of  the  kingdom  of  God  in  the  world.  This  witnessing  is  possible 
only  by  maintaining  an  ethical  sensitivity  which  transcends  the  ethos  of  the  culture  in  which 
the  church  is  placed  ("unless  your  justice  transcends...,"  cf.  Matt.  5:20).  The  church  is 
enabled  to  fulfil  this  servant  role  by  the  gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  who  equips  and  strengthens 
the  church  in  its  hermeneutical  task.  The  Holy  Spirit  also  inspires  and  empowers  the  church 
for  ethical  discernment  and  engagement  in  accordance  with  the  fruits  of  a relevant 
hermeneutic. 

While  acknowledging  this  vision  as  the  calling  of  the  church,  it  was  realised  that  the 
actual  life  of  the  church  falls  short  of  this  in  many  parts  of  Asia.  There  are  distorted  visions 
of  the  church,  and  they  take  various  forms.  In  a culture  that  promotes  consumerism  and 
portrays  achievement  as  the  goal  of  life,  faith  in  God  and  membership  in  the  church  are  seen 
as  efforts  to  assure  the  support,  protection  and  blessings  of  a benevolent  God.  For  others  the 
church  is  merely  a source  of  social  support  in  an  individualistic  and  impersonal  world.  In 
some  other  contexts  the  church  has  become  a forum  to  organize  the  community  over  against 
other  communities.  These  distortions  arise  from  the  powerful  cultural  forces  which  promote 
a distorted  human  formation.  However,  the  necessary  role  of  the  church  as  a moral 
community  was  much  emphasized. 

B.  The  Need  for  Appropriate  Christian  Formation 

The  present-day  global  context  demands  urgent  and  adequate  steps  from  the  Asian 
churches  to  promote  an  appropriate  Christian  formation  among  the  members  of  the  church, 
as  part  of  the  wider  human  formation  in  society.  This  demands  a deeper  study  of  all  relevant 
social  institutions  and  their  role  in  the  human  formation.  These  include,  on  the  part  of  the 
church,  the  development  of  the  ability  to  discern  the  ethical  and  moral  concerns  in  society. 
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The  influence  of  the  print  and  electronic  media,  films  and  theater  needs  to  be  studied  in 
depth. 


The  adequacy  of  the  present  provisions  within  the  churches  of  Asia  for  a Christian 
formation  also  needs  to  be  reviewed.  There  needs  to  be  a deeper  realization  of  the  fact  that 
formation  in  the  church  takes  place  not  merely  by  the  explicit  catechetical  activities  of  the 
church  but  through  observation  of,  and  participation  in,  the  entire  life  of  the  church.  The 
quality  of  ecclesial  life,  the  structures  of  the  church,  the  liturgy,  the  style  of  relationship 
between  the  church  and  the  world  - all  these  factors  are  very  significant  in  the  formation  of 
a Christian  character.  In  evolving  the  strategies  and  structures  of  Christian  formation,  it 
needs  to  be  recognized  that  the  church  is  not  immune  to  the  world.  The  world  view  and  the 
values  of  the  larger  society  will  inevitably  influence  the  members  of  the  church,  as  they  are 
formed  by  the  society  of  which  they  are  a part.  Therefore  a holistic  Christian  formation 
takes  place  as  an  integral  part  of  human  formation  in  the  world. 

C.  The  Relationship  of  Church  and  World 

A relevant  Christian  formation  is  very  vital  for  the  church  as  a minority  community 
which  is  engaging  in  a creative  relationship  with  the  world.  Moreover,  Asian  countries  are 
going  through  very  rapid  social  transformation.  Very  challenging  social  and  ethical  issues 
are  posed  by  both  the  new  priorities  for  development,  and  by  some  aspects  of  traditional 
cultures.  Many  religious  and  social  groups  are  actively  working  to  promote  human  welfare 
and  to  affirm  life  amidst  the  forces  of  degradation.  In  evolving  an  appropriate  human 
formation  in  the  world,  Christians  work  side  by  side  with  people  of  other  faiths  and 
ideologies.  There  is  a high  degree  of  shared  values  and  commitment,  ethical  stances  and 
public  witness  in  such  endeavors. 

The  ecclesial  significance  of  these  groups  needs  to  be  explored.  Some  in  the  group 
were  of  the  opinion  that  the  affirmation  of  life  is  a unifying  theme,  and  that  those  working 
together  on  ethical  themes  vital  to  humanity  form,  in  some  way,  the  "ecclesia".  Others  in 
the  group  did  not  agree.  They  pointed  out  that  in  as  much  as  the  sense  of  being  called  out, 
sanctified  and  sent  out  by  God  is  integral  to  the  being  (esse)  of  the  church,  those  who  do  not 
share  this  self-understanding  cannot  form  the  ecclesia.  Nevertheless  it  is  the  responsibility 
of  the  ecclesia  to  witness  to  the  reign  of  God,  which  makes  all  affirmation  of  life  possible. 

In  the  ongoing  witness  of  the  church,  the  importance  of  the  relationship  with  the  state 
becomes  crucial.  While  there  are  times  when  the  church  must  speak  out  and  raise  its 
prophetic  voice  as  a moral  community,  there  are  also  other  times  when  the  church  has  had 
to  be  a "silent  witness,"  or  to  search  for  alternative  ways  to  make  its  witness  felt.  In  all 
these  cases,  the  church  should  not  abdicate  its  moral  responsibility  to  make  an  effective 
witness. 

Witness  to  the  gospel  calls  for  co-operation  with  people’s  movements  working  for 
justice  and  peace  concerns.  This  co-operation  results  in  a counter-cultural  critique  of  the 
moral  assumptions  of  the  existing  culture,  expecially  in  its  dehumanising  aspects.  As 
representatives  of  this  counter-culture,  the  church  may  have  to  confront  such  dehumanising 
forces  in  the  surrounding  culture  with  a sense  of  discernment.  This  is  also  another  dynamic 
of  the  moral  formation  of  the  church. 
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D.  Some  Significant  Issues  for  Asian  Churches: 

• The  effects  of  globalization : The  emerging  global  economic  order  has 
significant  implications  for  Asian  countries.  The  "new  order"  is  ushering  in 
a new  culture.  Its  consequences  for  the  inherited  cultures  of  Asia  are  still 
unpredictable.  Its  impact  on  family  and  other  social  institutions  must  be 
closely  followed.  The  implications  of  the  new  order  for  the  formation  of 
human  personality  also  needs  to  be  studied. 

• The  spread  of  HIV:  It  is  anticipated  that  in  several  Asian  countries  the  spread 
of  the  HIV  virus  will  acquire  massive  proportions.  The  attitude  to  HIV- 
infected  persons,  and  the  response  of  the  church  to  the  social  and  ethical 
issues  raised,  are  important. 

• Genetic  engineering : The  field  of  genetic  engineering  is  also  posing  new 
problems.  Indiscriminate  research  can  lead  to  unanticipated  results  which  may 
be  detrimental  to  the  future  of  Creation. 

The  issues  raised  above  exist  alongside  the  more  traditional  problems  of  many  Asian 
societies  - problems  such  as  poverty,  the  caste  system,  the  exploitation  of  women  and 
children,  racial  conflicts,  environmental  issues,  and  others. 

The  church  expresses  its  very  nature  in  responding  to  these  and  similar  issues.  The 
responses  need  to  evolve  by  an  appropriate  reading  of  the  scriptures.  By  promoting  life  in 
such  a way  the  worshipping  church  celebrates  life  in  a wider  community. 


HI.  The  Role  of  Worship  in  the  Search  for  Unity 

It  is  agreed  that  worship  can  and  does  unite  Asian  Christians,  because  we  share  a 
faith  in  Jesus  Christ  which  unites  us  across  our  diverse  denominational  and  cultural  contexts. 
At  the  same  time  there  are  sometimes  psychological  or  emotional  barriers  to  our  worshipping 
together,  or  to  joining  in  the  worship  service  of  another  denomination  or  tradition  (this  is 
apart  from  the  theological  differences  which  divide  us  at  some  points).  We  suggest  that  the 
World  Council  of  Churches,  Christian  Conference  of  Asia,  World  Alliance  of  Reformed 
Churches  and  other  ecumenical  organizations  could  encourage  their  member  churches  to 
develop  prayer  fellowships  or  prayer  meetings,  which  could  help  overcome  some  barriers. 

We  believe  the  following  would  help  us  to  participate  more  freely  in  the  worship 
services  of  other  Christian  communities:  that  we  humbly  recognize  in  each  other’s  worship 
a common  acknowledgement  of  Jesus  Christ  as  Lord,  though  we  may  differ  in  theological 
understanding;  and  that,  while  remaining  loyal  to  our  own  denominational  traditions  and 
heritage,  we  recognize  that  all  the  denominations  can  enrich  us  and  that  we  should  be  open 
to  give  and  to  receive. 

A.  The  Eucharist 

In  Asia  there  are,  in  many  places,  occasions  on  which  Christians  of  different 
denominations  unite  in  worship,  for  example  during  the  Week  of  Prayer  for  Christian  unity, 
at  special  Easter  and  Christmas  services,  and  on  days  of  national  celebrations.  There  is 
generally  no  problem  with  non-eucharistic  interdenominational  or  ecumenical  worship. 
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However  division  is  experienced  in  eucharistic  worship  because  it  is  not  yet  possible,  for 
theological  reasons,  for  Orthodox  and  Roman  Catholics  to  give  and  receive  communion 
except  in  their  respective  churches. 

The  celebration  of  the  eucharist  has  been  recognized  to  be  at  the  centre  of  Christian 
worship  in  a given  community,  both  as  a sign  of  its  unity  in  faith  and  life  (the  visible 
expression  of  the  body  of  Christ  worshipping  the  Father2  in  the  Spirit)  and  as  a means  of 
building  the  ecclesial  community  (koinonia).  As  to  the  question  of  Christians  of  various 
denominations  participating  in  a shared  eucharist  together,  there  remain  two  theological 
views.  The  first  view  considers  the  koinonia  already  realized  by  the  baptismal  incorporation 
with  Christ  to  be  real  enough  to  be  expressed  and  strengthened  by  the  shared  eucharist, 
while  the  second  view  would  demand  a full  ecclesial  communion  prior  to  its  strengthening 
in  a shared  eucharist. 

B.  Baptism 

Theological  convergence  has  led  to  our  increasing  mutual  acceptance  of  baptism 
among  Asian  churches,  although  this  is  not  always  reflected  in  the  celebration  of  the  liturgy 
or  service  of  baptism.  There  are  also  situations  where  the  failure  - or  refusal  - to  recognize 
one  another’s  baptism  is  a factor  in  our  division.  We  note  that  there  is  a lack  of  knowledge 
of  BEM  ( Baptism , Eucharist  and  Ministry ) in  some  Asian  churches  and  we  therefore 
recommend  that  the  WCC  help  with  educational  programmes  to  communicate  this  text  and 
its  implications.  We  also  urge  Asian  church  leaders  to  be  more  ecumenically-minded  by 
including  the  teaching  of  BEM  in  their  pastoral  agenda. 

C.  Inculturation 

There  are  varying  degrees  of  inculturation  in  Asian  churches,  with  both  success  and 
failures.  All  worship  expresses  culture.  The  struggle  in  some  Asian  churches  is  to  find  an 
appropriate  cultural  expression.  Inculturation  of  worship  may  help  to  overcome  the 
domination  of  other  cultures  which  were  brought  in  by  missionaries. 

This  process  can  take  place  even  when  a denomination  holds  on  to  its  distinctive 
theology  and  identity.  However,  while  adapting  the  liturgy  to  a particular  culture,  it  is 
important  to  conserve  some  minimum  elements  common  among  the  denominations.  This  is 
so  that  the  indigenized  liturgy  of  one  denomination  may  not  be  alienated  totally  from  that 
of  others,  thus  leading  to  greater  division  in  the  church.  We  caution  that  this  process  should 
not  be  imposed  on  the  people  by  a group  of  theologians. 

Inculturation  involves  using  suitable  elements  from  local  culture  in  order  to  express 
the  one  Christian  faith.  It  is  recognized  that  first-generation  Christians,  who  need  a change 


2 The  consultation  recognized  that  serious  reflection  is  needed  within  the  Asian  context  on  questions  of 
inclusive  language.  Some  participants  felt  that  traditional  language  about  God  needs  to  be  supplemented,  or 
adjusted,  in  order  to  convey  the  reality  of  God  in  today’s  language.  Others  felt  that  the  use  of  traditional 
language  is  more  than  sufficient,  indeed  necessary,  in  speaking  of  God.  The  theological  discussion  of  this  issue 
is  complicated  by  the  immense  variety  of  contexts  - religious,  cultural  and  social  - within  Asia,  and  by  the 
extensive  interaction  of  diverse  peoples  and  belief-systems  with  one  another.  The  extreme  diversity  of 
languages  used  in  Asia  (including  some,  such  as  English,  which  originated  outside  Asia  and  reflect  still  other 
cultural  and  thought  patterns)  further  complicates  matters. 
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from  their  past,  may  resist  the  introduction  of  elements  from  their  past  culture  into  the 
liturgy.  In  such  cases  there  is  need  for  the  church  to  educate  the  people,  and  help  them 
understand.  Inculturation  may  become  destructive  when  it  is  done  indiscriminately,  without 
explanation  or  education. 

There  are  two  kinds  of  changes  in  inculturation:  that  of  content  and  that  of  form. 
There  is  a need  first  to  teach  the  content,  as  a way  of  preparing  the  laity  for  the  change  in 
form.  Inculturation  can  also  be  done  by  encouraging  the  laity  to  help  produce  material,  for 
example  by  writing  their  own  local  poems  and  songs  and  composing  their  own  local  music 
for  use  in  worship.  Such  changes  would  be  most  helpful  as  they  are  the  result  of  the  people. 

IV.  The  Unity  of  the  Church 

A.  The  Main  Concerns  emerging  in  the  Discussions: 

The  Faith  and  Order  Regional  Consultation  held  in  Bangkok,  14-20  January  1996 
sought  to  hear  regional  perspectives  on  the  search  for  Christian  unity  by  considering  how 
issues  of  faith  and  order  could  be  best  addressed  in  the  region. 

To  this  end  the  following  concerns,  summarized  by  Hermen  Shastri,  emerged  at  the 
Consultation. 

1.  Proliferation  of  churches 

The  participants  observed  that  there  is  a rapid  proliferation  of  churches  into  numerous 
new  "denominations"  and  "sects"  in  many  parts  of  Asia.  This  has  a destabilizing  effect  on 
ecumenical  relationships  and  structures  that  have  been  established  and  nurtured  over  the 
years  between  the  churches.  Many  of  these  new  groups  start  out  as  renewal  movements, 
maintaining  a very  fundamentalist  approach  to  the  Bible.  When  they  become  established  as 
independent  churches  they  export  their  brand  of  Christianity  to  other  neighbouring  countries, 
often  working  exclusively,  without  any  reference  or  accountability  to  the  existing  churches 
in  the  area. 

What  this  has  brought  about  is  a fragmentation  of  churches  into  groups  sustained  by 
fundamentalist  positions.  In  some  countries  a declining  support  for  national  ecumenical 
institutions,  and  the  dissolving  of  church  grass  root  support  for  ecumenical  concerns,  can  be 
observed. 

The  participants  felt  that  there  is  an  urgent  need  to  address  this  concern,  and  for  the 
churches  within  the  ecumenical  movement  in  Asia  to  develop  a sense  of  ecumenical  identity 
which  goes  beyond  denominationalism.  The  churches  must  also  speak  with  one  voice  against 
western  and  - increasingly  - Asian  missionary  agencies  (for  example,  from  South  Korea)  that 
export,  sponsor  and  support  such  new  churches,  using  unethical  means  to  win  converts  in 
the  mission  field. 

2.  The  tension  between  gospel  and  culture 

Christians  in  Asia  belong,  unavoidably,  both  to  their  faith  communities  and  to  the 
wider  culture  of  their  countries  and  regions.  This  poses  a challenge  for  Christians.  On  the 
one  hand  they  are  subject  to  Christ  with  respect  to  the  conduct  of  their  lives  and  the  shaping 
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of  their  morals.  On  the  other  hand,  they  are  also  inescapably  subject  to  the  influence  of  their 
civilizations  and  are  affected  by  its  religious,  cultural  and  social  patterns. 

The  participants  felt  that  the  dynamic  interaction  between  gospel  and  culture  in  Asia 
provides  a hermeneutical  basis  for  developing  a relevant  theology  for  the  Asian  situation. 
There  is  a need  to  critically  discern,  appropriate  and  accommodate  those  aspects  of  culture 
that  are  life-  affirming  and  to  reject  those  aspects  that  deny  and  distort  life.  The  gospel 
comes  alive  when  it  renews  human  culture  by  the  focusing  of  God’s  renewing  activity  in  all 
human  situations,  in  terms  of  establishing  justice,  pursuing  peace  and  preserving  the  integrity 
of  creation. 

In  many  places  in  Asia,  the  unity  of  the  churches  is  being  strengthened  through  costly 
involvement  in  the  struggle  against  oppressive  structures  and  values  within  their  own 
cultures.  Further  to  that,  Asian  churches  are  also  able  to  discern  the  ecclesial  significance 
of  people’s  groups  as  they  work  side-by-side  with  people  of  other  faiths,  sharing  in  the 
common  struggle  arising  out  of  their  own  faith  convictions.  In  such  instances  unity  goes 
beyond  church  structures  to  embrace  all  those  who  share  in  the  struggle  for  a renewed 
humanity  in  God. 

3.  Ecclesiology  and  ethics 

Every  day,  churches  in  Asia  find  themselves  having  to  respond  to  pressing  social 
issues  around  them.  They  have  to  ask,  "What  is  fitting  in  the  light  of  the  entire  context?" 
In  seeking  to  respond  to  what  happens  around  them  they  realize  that  the  ethical  positions 
they  take  in  society  project  the  kind  of  moral  community  which  they  are. 

The  participants  affirmed  that  the  church  is  best  understood,  in  the  Asian  context,  as 
a servant  community,  called  out  and  sanctified,  to  continue  the  mission  and  presence  of  the 
servant  Christ  on  earth.  Christ  was  with  humanity  and  for  humanity.  He  was  a servant  who 
bound  himself  in  saving  solidarity  with  all  people.  He  tore  down  barriers  of  gender,  race  and 
class  and  attended  to  the  concerns  of  the  sick,  poor  and  oppressed.  He  sought  no  advantage 
for  himself  as  he  lived  his  life  for  others. 

As  a moral  community  the  church  is  called  to  be  like  Christ  by  prophetically 
protesting  against  the  sins  of  humanity,  and  to  participate  in  the  transformation  of  society 
according  to  the  demands  of  the  Kingdom  message  which  Christ  preached. 

From  their  experiences  the  churches  in  Asia  are  discovering  that  koinonia  is 
generated  and  nurtured  as  Christians  reflect  together  on  issues  of  ethical  concern,  and  take 
up  positions  to  express  their  commitment.  One  such  issue  is  the  growing  individualism  and 
elitism  which  is  permeating  Asian  society  as  a result  of  the  emerging  global  economic  order. 
Churches  that  are  making  the  moral  option  to  be  with  the  poor  and  powerless  victims  of 
society  are  realizing  the  deep  significance  of  costly  commitment. 

The  liberational  quality  of  the  gospel  message  has  emerged  as  a primary  tool  of 
hermeneutics.  The  praxis  of  the  church  in  the  struggle  for  liberation  has  become  a 
theological  source  that  livens  up  the  Biblical  text.  The  stories  of  the  people,  their  oral 
traditions,  songs  and  dances  add  to  the  celebration  of  God’s  justice  as  part  of  the  praxis  of 
faith.  In  their  search  for  unity  the  churches  in  Asia  must  always  resist  the  temptation  to 
moral  inertia.  Rather  they  must  be  self-critical  within  the  context  of  the  power  structures  of 


9 


the  society.  A culture  of  openness,  inclusiveness,  dialogue  and  mutual  accountability  should 
form  the  basis  of  the  kind  of  unity  we  seek  to  nurture  and  maintain  in  Asia. 

4.  Conclusion 

The  participants  were  grateful  for  the  experiences  they  had  together  in  Bangkok.  They 
are  now  able  to  see  the  seriousness  with  which  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission  seeks  to 
incorporate  regional  perspectives  in  its  on-going  theological  discussion.  The  participants 
realized  that  there  is  a multiplicity  of  approaches  to  state-church  issues  in  different  countries. 
But  there  was  a strong  consensus  that  the  church  in  Asia  cannot  abdicate  its  moral 
responsibilities  in  the  light  of  the  gospel  demands  to  work  for  justice,  peace  and  the  integrity 
of  God’s  creation. 

B.  Summary  of  the  Final  Discussion: 

The  "Unity  of  the  Church"  was  discussed  every  day  as  a kind  of  summary  of  the 
whole  day's  discussion.  Each  discussion  was  related  to  that  day's  topic  of  Hermeneutics, 
Ecclesiology  and  Ethics,  or  the  role  of  Worship.  On  January  19th,  we  had  a final  session 
in  which  we  highlighted  3 central,  overarching  issues  which  had  emerged  during  the 
consultation.  This  is  the  summary,  contributed  by  Kyung  Sook  Lee,  of  our  discussion  on 
January  the  19th. 

1.  The  problem  of  Christian  "exclusiveness"  and  Asian  "inclusiveness" 

In  many  countries  of  Asia,  Christianity  was  severely  criticized  because  of  its 
exclusiveness,  a quality  expressed  in  phrases  such  as:  "No  other  God  but  Yahweh",  "only 
through  Jesus  Christ",  "no  salvation  without  baptism",  "His  only  Son,"  and  so  on.  This 
emphasis  on  "only"  has  caused  many  problems  in  Asia.  It  denies  the  dialogue  with  other 
religions  and  it  also  destroys  the  harmony  of  the  multi-cultural  and  multi-religious  society 
in  Asia.  Furthermore,  because  of  this  exclusive  character,  the  Church  itself  is  divided  into 
many  denominational  and  confessional  groups,  with  each  group  readily  ignoring  the  others. 
This  leads  to  many  conflicts  among  them.  It  is  time  now  to  analyze  more  profoundly  the 
background  of  this  Christian  "exclusiveness".  Through  its  "exclusive"  character,  Christianity 
in  Asia  has  readily  accepted  Western  imperialistic  superiority  and  ignored  traditional  Asian 
culture,  which  has  been  very  "inclusive".  So  here  the  need  arises  to  connect  the  Asian 
"inclusive"  way  of  thinking  with  the  true  Christian  way  of  thinking.  Are  they  really  so 
contradictory?  What  does  it  mean  that  scripture  itself  tells  us  about  the  exclusiveness  of 
Christianity? 

We  must  understand  the  roots  of  Christian  exclusiveness.  If  the  scripture  tells  us 
about  this  "exclusiveness"  it  is  always  for  the  sake  of  the  survival  of  Christianity  as  a small 
and  weak  community.  The  scripture  has  stressed  its  "exclusiveness"  in  order  to  protect  itself 
against  the  ruling  powers  of  its  time  and  context.  It  is  for  its  own  survival,  not  to  oppress 
the  poor  or  the  weak.  It  is  not  to  deny  or  condemn  others.  We  should  not  misunderstand  this 
point.  Jesus  Christ  was  very  open  and  inclusive.  He  was  interested  in  the  reign  of  God;  and 
for  the  reign  of  God  he  was  very  open  to  the  old  and  the  new,  to  both  Greek  and  Jewish 
ideas... 


Of  course,  the  Asian  culture  itself  is  also  diverse  and  various.  So  it  might  be  better 
to  talk  about  the  Asian  cultures.  These  are,  as  a whole,  inclusive.  They  have  emphasised 
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harmony,  balance,  tolerance  and  openness.  In  order  to  combine  our  double  tradition  - Asian 
and  Christian  - we  need  to  rediscover  our  "inclusiveness"  within  the  total  Christian  life. 

2.  The  relationship  between  the  local  expression  of  faith  and  its  wider,  universal 
expressions 

To  what  extent  can  we  have  our  local  expression  in  worship  without  losing  the 
essence  of  universal  Christian  worship?  Can  we  Asian  Christians  make  any  contributions  to 
the  universal  expressions  of  worship?  If  so,  how?  We  have  raised  many  questions  and  have 
come  to  the  conclusion  that  inculturation  in  Asia  is  very  necessary  and  inevitable,  but  it 
should  be  done  gradually  and  with  great  care. 

It  is  quite  true  that  our  local  expression  in  worship  must  include  the  expression  of 
universal  Christianity.  In  worship  we  must  experience  the  encounter  of  God,  Christ  and  the 
people.  This  substantial  element  of  worship  cannot  be  weakened  in  the  name  of 
"inculturation".  Besides  that,  we  must  also  think  about  the  fact  that  the  sudden  renewal 
towards  inculturation  may  only  cause  division  and  confusion  in  the  Church.  The  inculturation 
process  must  be  done  with  a good  explanation  and  proper  interpretation.  Living  in  a rapidly 
changing  society,  as  is  the  case  in  Asia,  Asian  Christians  want  to  find  their  own  stability  in 
the  church.  In  order  to  give  them  a Christian  identity  and  psychological  comfort,  we  should 
try  not  to  forget  the  essence  of  Christian  worship. 

The  churches  in  Asia  also  need  to  consider  the  young  generation,  who  want  to  have 
their  own  identity  not  only  as  Christians  but  also  as  Asians.  Through  mass  media,  they 
amfronting  globalization  and  feeling  that  they  are  world  citizens,  but  at  the  same  time  they 
urgently  need  their  identity  as  Asians.  In  order  not  to  lose  the  young  generation,  we  must 
explore  our  own  cultural  resources  and  use  them  for  worship.  For  example,  new  local  hymns 
can  be  attractive  to  the  new  generation. 

So  the  churches  in  Asia  need  to  look  seriously  at  new  methodologies  of  inculturation 
which  strengthen  the  decision  of  the  people  to  maintain  their  Asian  identity  and  their 
communal  sense  of  universal  Christianity,  and  also  to  achieve  effective  moral  witness. 

3.  What  is  it  that  really  unites  the  churches? 

What  is  it  that  really  unites  us,  and  how  can  we  stress  this?  What  unites  us  is 
worship,  the  scriptures  as  the  basis  of  our  faith,  worshipping  God  in  Spirit  and  truth, 
believing  in  God’s  love,  practising  openness  to  others,  the  gifts  we  have  to  offer  others,  and 
so  on.  Asian  Christians  have  much  experience  of  suffering,  but  in  spite  of  this,  they  have 
their  own  spirit  of  commitment  to  the  world  and  to  other  people.  This  spirit  of  commitment 
unifies  their  lives.  So  we  should  further  develop  this  spirit  in  the  church.  In  order  to  come 
together  as  Asian  Christians,  we  can  have  exchange  programmes  among  Asian  countries  and 
churches  and  share  our  experience.  Many  programmes  for  excursions  and  visiting  other 
churches  should  be  considered. 
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